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On Sept. 7, Juan Jose Domenech, president of El Salvador's governing Alianza Republicana
Nacionalista (ARENA), resigned, increasing speculation that the rightist party is in serious disarray.
The problems within ARENA could have repercussions on the peace process and the fragile stability
in the country. ARENA was founded in 1981 by the late Roberto D'Aubuisson. Both D'Aubuisson
and ARENA were implicated during the 1980s in the formation of paramilitary groups and death
squads responsible for thousands of deaths, including the 1980 assassination of Oscar Romero,
archbishop of San Salvador. The party has been in power in El Salvador since 1989, with the election
of Alfredo Cristiani as president that year.
The current president, former head of ARENA and ex-mayor of San Salvador Armando Calderon
Sol, was elected in 1994. ARENA currently holds 40 of the 84 seats in the legislature, enabling it to
count on a simple majority through its alliances with independent deputies.
However, evidence of friction within the party has been growing. A faction of the party, which calls
itself the "pure Arena" group, headed by Antonio Cornejo Arango one of the closest collaborators
of D'Aubuisson began calling for Domenech's resignation in early August because it opposed his
leadership of the party. More recently, an article in the Salvadoran newspaper El Diario de Hoy
implicated Domenech in a possible case of corruption. Allegedly, Domenech imported a luxury car
using the tax exemption of a Catholic Church diocese.
In addition, on Sept. 9, the opposition Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN)
produced photocopies of Guatemalan judicial documents that allegedly implicate Domenech
in drug trafficking. Domenech denied the charges and said the would go to Guatemala with his
lawyer to clear up the matter. In other charges of corruption involving ARENA, in early September
an anonymous military group denounced a drug trafficking and corruption network allegedly
involving ex- president Cristiani. The group warned President Calderon Sol that if action is not
taken before Oct. 15 to respond to the widespread corruption, it was prepared to carry out a coup.
Although Domenech only cited his need to respond to the allegations against him, his resignation
also followed closely on the heels of the murder of a nephew, banker and stockbroker Sidfrey Guth
Domenech, under mysterious circumstances. In his letter of resignation, Domenech said he was the
victim of a conspiracy by unnamed domestic and foreign sectors, and he turned over his duties to
the party's executive committee.
The committee named Gloria Salguero Gross, president of the Asamblea Nacional, as interim
president until the party chooses a new president at its convention in October. "I have turned over
my post to the party's National Executive Committee because of this onslaught, this conspiracy,
against the party and especially against me," said Domenech. Reaction to Domenech's resignation
was mixed, with the left stressing the divisions within ARENA. FMLN leader Shafick Handal said
it was a result of the struggle within ARENA for the party's nomination for the next presidential
elections in 1999, as well as efforts to cover up corruption within the party. Deputy Jorge Villacorta
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of the leftist Convergencia Democratica said Domenech's decision was "courageous and correct,"
since the "deterioration" within the party had reached levels that were harming the party. Abraham
Rodriguez, secretary general of the Movimiento de Renovacion Social Cristiano (MRSC), said at first
glance the decision made sense, "given the serious nature of the accusations, which he needs to deal
with as an ordinary citizen."
Faculty from the Jesuit-run Universidad Centroamericana Jose Simeon Canas (UCA) said the
"granite-like unity of ARENA appears on the verge of a resounding fracture," during a recent
analysis of the political situation in the country. "The right no longer has the enemy that forced it
to stick together for decades (the former guerrillas of the FMLN) and, at an ideological level, the
anti-communist discourse of the 80's has, little by little, been losing relevance even if some groups
and individuals still live with the old phantoms," said the UCA analysis. "ARENA is being eaten
up by internal conflicts, power struggles, and corruption." On Sept. 9, President Calderon Sol met
with party leaders to discuss the effects of Domenech's resignation. After the meeting, the president
said the party was completely behind Domenech. "He has taken off the party colors to confront the
accusations against him," said the president, at the same time denying that a crisis exists within
the party. "ARENA is and will continue to be the major force, the expression of the majority of the
people."
Many analysts blame Calderon Sol's weak leadership for allowing the more extremist sectors of
the party to exert more influence. They also blame ARENA for stalling necessary legislation on
important tenets of the peace accords. Worrisome threats of violence, some signed by a group
named after D'Aubuisson, have also increased. And, human rights organizations cite the push to
legalize the death penalty, as well as the institution of neighborhood "anti-delinquency" groups, as
further evidence of the perilous state of law and order in El Salvador.
Meanwhile, the mandate for the presence of the United Nations verification team in El Salvador
expires at the end of the year, causing additional concern. During a trip to New York on Sept. 17,
the FMLN's Handal called for the UN to remain in the country and also asked the organization to
push for the completion of the peace-accord agreements. Handal met with UN Secretary General
Boutros Boutros Ghali and Alvardo de Soto, a UN official who was instrumental in crafting the 1992
peace accords. He said the FMLN is increasingly concerned about the slow progress in fulfilling
peace-accord commitments, including judicial reform, public security, and electoral reform, which
is "bogged down" in parliament because ARENA has blocked passage. The measures will probably
not be finished by the year-end deadline, he said, making it important that the UN verification team
stay in the country until the remaining tasks are completed. [Sources: Reuter, 08/08/96, 08/24/96;
Inter Press Service, 09/10/96; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 09/12/96; New York Times,
09/13/96; Agence France-Presse, 08/24/96, 09/08/96, 09/09/96, 09/14/96; Spanish news service EFE,
09/16/96, 09/17/96]
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